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Illegal street racing has received increased attention in recent years from the media, 
governments and road safety professionals. At the same time, there has been a shift from 
treating illegal street racing as a public nuisance issue to a road safety problem in Australia, as 
this behaviour now attracts a penalty of increased periods of vehicle impoundment leading to 
permanent vehicle forfeiture for repeat offences. This severe vehicle sanction is typically applied 
to repeat drink driving offenders and drivers who breach suspensions and disqualifications in 
North American jurisdictions, but was first introduced in Australia to deal with illegal street racing 
and associated risky driving behaviours, grouped together under the label of ‘hooning’ in 
Australian jurisdictions. This paper describes how Australian jurisdictions are dealing with this 
issue. The research described in this paper drew on multiple data sources to explore illegal 
street racing and the management of this issue in Australia. First, the paper reviews the relevant 
legislation in each Australian state to describe the cross-jurisdictional similarities and differences 
in approaches. It also describes some results from focus group discussions and a quantitative 
online survey with drivers who self-report engaging in illegal street racing and associated 
behaviours in Queensland, Australia. It was found that approaches to dealing with illegal street 
racing and associated risky driving behaviours in each Australian state are similar, with 
increasing periods of vehicle impoundment (leading to vehicle forfeiture) applied to repeat 
hooning offences within prescribed periods. Participants in the focus groups and respondents to 
the questionnaire generally felt these penalty periods were severe, with perceptions of severity 
increasing with the length of the penalty period. It was concluded that there is a need for each 
jurisdiction to objectively evaluate the effectiveness of their vehicle impoundment and forfeiture 
programs for hooning. These evaluations should compare the relative costs of these programs 
(e.g., enforcement, unrecovered towing and storage fees, and court costs) to the observed 
benefits (e.g., reduction in target behaviours, reduction in community complaints, and reduction 




La course illicite de rue a retenu l’attention croissante des médias, des autorités et des experts 
de la sécurité routière ces dernières années. Parallèlement, en Australie une évolution s’est 
produite puisque la course illicite de rue n’est plus considérée en tant que nuisance sur la voie 
publique, mais comme un problème de sécurité routière sanctionné par des périodes de plus en 
plus longues d’immobilisation forcée du véhicule pouvant mener à la confiscation permanente 
en cas de récidives. Aux États-Unis, cette sanction sévère est appliquée sur les conducteurs 
condamnés plusieurs fois pour conduite en état d’ivresse et sur ceux qui n’observent pas la 
suspension ou le retrait du permis de conduire. En Australie, elle a été initialement introduite 
pour sanctionner la course illicite de rue et autres comportements routiers dangereux regroupés 
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sous le terme « hooning ». Ce rapport décrit comment les autorités australiennes gèrent ce 
problème. La recherche a porté sur de nombreuses sources d’information relative à la course 
illégale de rue et à la manière dont l’Australie traite le problème. Tout d’abord, le rapport passe 
en revue la législation applicable de chaque État australien pour décrire les similarités et les 
différences d’approche entre ceux-ci. Ensuite, il présente les résultats des groupes de 
discussion et de l’enquête quantitative en ligne effectuée dans l’état du Queensland auxquels 
ont volontairement participé des conducteurs impliqués dans des courses illicites de rue ou 
ayant commis d’autres actes dangereux du même type. Il s'avère que les sanctions appliquées 
pour les courses de rue et autres comportements routiers risqués sont similaires dans les divers 
États australiens à savoir : immobilisation forcée du véhicule pour des périodes de plus en plus 
longues (aboutissant à la confiscation permanente du véhicule) en fonction de la fréquence de 
récidive dans un délai déterminé. Les participants aux groupes de discussion et à l’enquête en 
ligne considéraient généralement que la durée de la sanction était sévère ; la perception de la 
sévérité étant proportionnelle à la durée d’immobilisation du véhicule. Le rapport conclut qu'il est 
nécessaire que chaque État réalise une évaluation objective de l'efficacité de son programme 
d'immobilisation temporaire et de confiscation des véhicules en vue de mettre fin aux 
comportements routiers dangereux. Ces évaluations devraient établir une comparaison entre 
les coûts que ces programmes représentent (p. ex. mise en exécution, frais de remorquage et 
de parcage non récupérés, frais de justice) et les bénéfices obtenus (p. ex. réduction des 
comportements visés, réduction des plaintes de voisinage et réduction du nombre d’accidents 





Illegal street racing has received significant negative media attention internationally in recent 
years, reflecting general public concern. For example, the majority of respondents to Canadian 
Road Safety Monitor Research were concerned or extremely concerned about street racing, 
and considered it a serious problem [1-2]. A recent review of the relevant literature concluded 
that illegal street racing represents a neglected research area, and cited evidence from social 
surveys and fatal crash data that indicate that the prevalence of street racing has increased 
internationally over the last decade [3]. However, these behaviours are not new. It is possible 
that the increased attention given to these behaviours by the media and police with 
strengthened legislation have given the false impression that the behaviours are increasing, 
when in reality there has been no change in its prevalence. Further, the organisation of these 
behaviours may have been facilitated by advances in telecommunications, and are also more 
visible to the public as drivers can record their behaviour using mobile phones or other picture 
or video recording devices and post videos and photographs on public websites.    
 
Illegal street racing and associated risky and nuisance driving behaviours are collectively known 
as “hooning” in Australia. These associated behaviours include activities such as “burn outs”, 
“donuts”, “drifting”, and unnecessary speed or acceleration (defined in Table 1). While some of 
these behaviours are potentially risky (i.e., they increase the likelihood of the driver being 
involved in a crash), others are more of a disruptive nuisance to the general community. While 
illegal street racing is a term commonly used across jurisdictions in Australia, in the United 
States and Canada, terms for the associated behaviours can differ. For example, Ontario’s 
Highway Traffic Act refers to driving stunts, which are consistent with some of the behaviours 
referred to as hooning in Australian jurisdictions.  
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Behaviour Definition* 
Speed trials 
When the acceleration and top-speed capability of a vehicle, or driver 
skill, are tested, usually on a straight stretch of road of a set distance. 
Speed trials also include attempts to establish or break records. 
Burn out 
When the rear tyres of a rear-wheel drive vehicle are spun at high 
revolutions per minute until they heat and smoke. More smoke is 
generated if the road surface has oil or petrol spills. 
Donut 
When the driver of a rear-wheel drive vehicle has turned the front tyres 
until the steering is fully locked during a burnout, so that the real wheels 
cause the car to rotate and a circular (donut) pattern of tread marks 
from the rear wheels remains on the road surface. 
Drifting When a rear-wheel drive vehicle slides sideways through a turn taken 
at high speed. 
Rolling road blocks   
(or road blockades) 
The practice of a large number of vehicles travelling as a convoy across 
all lanes of a road, slowing or blocking other vehicles’ progress until a 
“race-track” is created. 
* Definitions adapted from: [4-8].  
 
Table 1 – Driving behaviours associated with illegal street racing 
 
 
Definition of associated risky driving behaviours: “hooning” 
 
There is no clear definition of “hooning” in the international road safety literature. This may be 
because terms such as “hoon” and “hooning” are Australian colloquialisms, and prior to the 
implementation of “anti-hooning” legislation, hooning was typically dealt with as a public 
nuisance issue. These terms are commonly used by the media and general public in Australia, 
but may be used to describe different driving behaviours or young people generally. 
 
For example, the label of “hoon” is sometimes applied to car enthusiasts, drivers of modified 
vehicles, or to young drivers in general. The Centre for Accident Research and Road Safety – 
Queensland (CARRS-Q) conducted a qualitative exploratory study to examine the experiences 
and thoughts of local car enthusiasts who are typically associated with street racing, hooning or 
cruising activities [4]. Participants in this research stated that those involved in the car 
enthusiast scene are not a homogeneous group, as there are a number of sub-groups, of which 
only some are “truly dangerous”. They argued that young car enthusiasts who drive the most 
noticeable or “showy” vehicles are often misclassified as hoons by police and the general public 
due to the type of vehicle they drive, when the reality is that drivers who engage in hooning 
behaviours can be anyone, driving any vehicle [4]. Some research uses the term hooning to 
incorporate not only the illegal behaviours included in hooning legislation, but other car-centred 
activities that are not illegal such as cruising [e.g., 6], which can be defined as slowly driving a 
vehicle along a predetermined route [6], usually with other vehicles.   
 
Given the widespread use of the terms “hoon” and “hooning”, and the potential for 
misclassification of involved drivers, it is important that the behaviours under investigation are 
clearly defined. In lieu of a commonly accepted definition in the road safety literature, an 
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alternative method of defining hooning behaviours is to adopt a legislative definition. Thus the 
definition of street racing and associated (hooning) behaviours adopted for the purposes of this 
paper is consistent with the prescribed offences under Queensland’s “anti-hooning” legislation 
(Police Powers and Responsibilities Act and Another Act Amendment Act 2002): dangerous 
operation of a motor vehicle; careless driving of a motor vehicle; racing and speed trials on 
roads; and wilfully starting a vehicle, or driving a vehicle, in a way that makes unnecessary 
noise or smoke. Unless otherwise stated, the term “hooning” in this paper will refer to this group 
of behaviours. Finally, it is important to note that it is likely that there are differences in the road 
safety implications of the types of illegal driving behaviours grouped together under the common 
heading of “hooning”. 
 
Current approaches to dealing with the problem 
 
Traffic law is enforced at a state level in Australia by state police services. In the past, police 
typically dealt with illegal street racing and associated hooning driving behaviours by attending 
meeting places and issuing vehicle defect notices or tickets for other public nuisance or traffic 
offences [9]. The purpose of this practice was to discourage illegal street racers from meeting in 
public places, and move them along to private spaces or legal meets [9]. However, there has 
been a shift away from public nuisance approaches towards dedicated road safety approaches 
in recent years. This has occurred in the absence of the evidence of the road safety risk of 
illegal street racing and associated hooning behaviours, which can be attributed to a number of 
factors. Firstly, illegal street racing and associated hooning behaviours are difficult to identify in 
official datasets as these behaviours were not grouped together prior to the implementation of 
this type of legislation in Queensland. Further, not all of the prescribed hooning offences have 
unique codes in police data. Finally, illegal street racing and hooning are not specified as factors 
that may have contributed to crashes on current forms. In the Australian state of Queensland, 
traffic laws to address illegal street racing and associated hooning behaviours were 
implemented in response to community complaints about the group of behaviours. 
 
Since the 1990’s, all Australian states and territories have implemented laws targeting hooning 
behaviours, commonly referred to as “anti-hooning” legislation. Among other sanctions imposed 
(including fines, demerit points, and licence disqualification), vehicles of drivers charged under 
anti-hooning legislation may be immediately seized and impounded by police. Hooning 
represents the first group of driving behaviours to attract vehicle impoundment as a penalty in 
Australia, although a number of states have since introduced similar legislation for drivers 
charged with repeat drink driving offences, as well as unlicensed driving and driving while 
disqualified offences. Internationally, vehicle impoundment programs in the United States and 
Canada have typically been applied to drink driving and driving while suspended or disqualified, 
although some jurisdictions have recently applied similar laws to illegal street racing (e.g., 
Ontario’s “Safer Roads for a Safer Ontario Act” effective September 30, 2007 [10]).  
 
To date, no evaluations of vehicle impoundment programs in Australian jurisdictions have been 
published, although some are in progress. The published literature regarding the effectiveness 
of vehicle impoundment and forfeiture programs is from North American jurisdictions, where the 
programs are generally designed to target repeat drink drivers and drivers who continue to drive 
while suspended or disqualified. The volume and content of media coverage in Australia 
suggests that impounding the vehicles of these offenders has strong community support. 
Government support is evidenced by the resources devoted to these programs. Further, the 
Queensland Government have argued that the low rate of repeat hooning offences attracting 
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longer impoundment periods is indicative of the successful deterrent effect of the program [11]. 
However, the relatively stable number of vehicle impoundments for first offences may suggest 
that the graduated penalty structure acts more as a specific rather than a general deterrent. In 
addition, there is some evidence from qualitative research in Queensland that drivers who 
engage in hooning may not have ceased or reduced their hooning behaviour in response to 
these laws, but rather become more proficient at avoiding detection [12]. In general, participants 
in this study felt that the vehicle impoundment program was an over-reaction to a behaviour that 
involves less risk than other illegal driving behaviours that attract lesser penalties [12]. A 
concerning finding was that some participants reported a willingness to flee from police in a 
high-speed chase to avoid apprehension, particularly if they were eligible for permanent vehicle 




The research described in this paper is part of a larger research project designed to explore the 
road safety implications of illegal street racing and associated risky driving behaviours 
(hooning), and the effectiveness of current approaches to dealing with the problem, which in 
Australian jurisdictions involves vehicle impoundment and forfeiture programs. The components 
of this project reported in this paper utilised multiple data sources to explore the management of 
illegal street racing and associated behaviours in Australia and address two main aims. Firstly, 
this study aimed to describe how Australian jurisdictions are using vehicle impoundment and 
forfeiture programs to deal with illegal street racing and associated behaviours. The second aim 
was to explore two key deterrence related principles with a sample of drivers who report 
engaging in hooning in the Australian state of Queensland: the perceived certainty and severity 





It is important to note that as mentioned earlier in this paper, all Australian jurisdictions apply 
additional penalties for hooning offences, including fines, demerit points, licence suspensions 
and even imprisonment if the offence leads to the injury or death of a person. However, the 
focus of this paper is limited to the vehicle impoundment and forfeiture programs in operation in 
each jurisdiction. In order to describe these programs, current hooning legislation for each state 
was sourced from the relevant publicly available government websites. Legislative documents 
were then searched for key information pertaining to: the prescribed hooning behaviours; 
maximum lengths of the applicable vehicle impoundment or forfeiture periods; and the 
prescribed period of time in which drivers must have subsequent offences in order to be treated 
as second or third (or subsequent) offenders. Any errors or omissions as a result of this process 
are therefore the fault of the authors.  
 
As mentioned previously, vehicles can be immediately seized and impounded by police for 
hooning offences in all jurisdictions. However, in order to impound the vehicle for longer periods 
because the driver has a previous hooning conviction (or convictions) within the prescribed 
period for that jurisdiction, police must apply to a court during the initial impoundment period for 
an impoundment or forfeiture order. To be considered “previous”, the conviction must have been 
upheld, and it must have occurred on a different date. For example, while it is possible for a 
person to be charged with several hooning behaviours on the one date as part of a single 
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incident; this does not make the person eligible for a longer impoundment period or forfeiture 
unless they have hooning-related convictions prior to this date and within the prescribed period.  
 
Table 2 summarises the review of the vehicle impoundment laws applied to hooning in each 
jurisdiction, which are: Queensland (Qld), New South Wales (NSW), Victoria (Vic), Australian 
Capital Territory (ACT), Tasmania (Tas), Northern Territory (NT), South Australia (SA) and 
Western Australia (WA). The description of hooning-related behaviours is not necessarily how 
the offence is described verbatim in each jurisdiction, as there were some slight differences. 
Jurisdictions that consider a behaviour as a hooning-related offence are marked with a filled 
circle (). Some of the offences listed in this table may attract the penalty of vehicle 
impoundment in other jurisdictions but are not marked because they are not part of the group of 
hooning-related offences. For example, Queensland has Type I and Type II offences that attract 
vehicle impoundment as a penalty, where Type I offences are hooning-related, and Type II are 
those associated with repeat drink driving, and driving while disqualified, unlicensed and/or in a 
vehicle that is unregistered and uninsured. To be eligible to receive the longer impoundment 
period of 3 months, or forfeiture, the person must have a previous offence of that type. That is, if 
a person was convicted of disqualified driving and their vehicle was impounded for 48 hours, 
and then at a later date they were convicted of illegal street racing, their vehicle would still only 
be impounded for 48 hours for the racing offence as it was their first Type I offence. 
 
From Table 2 it can be seen that all jurisdictions impound the vehicles of drivers convicted of 
taking part in an illegal street race or speed trial, or driving in a way that causes unnecessary 
noise and smoke (e.g., burn outs, donuts, and other types of skids or manoeuvres that involve 
the vehicle losing traction with the road surface). However, the “hooning-related” offences that 
also attract vehicle impoundment as a penalty differ between jurisdictions, with South Australia 
for example having a particularly large group of behaviours relative to the other states. 
 
When vehicle impoundment laws for hooning were first implemented, the penalty periods used 
in each state were fairly consistent, as states would model their legislative approaches on other 
states. In recent years, some jurisdictions have strengthened their hooning laws, and thus have 
initial impoundment periods of greater than 48 hours. These changes have occurred in the 
absence of objective evidence of the risk associated with hooning behaviours, or the relative 
effectiveness of different impoundment periods. However, Australian jurisdictions are similar in 
that their penalty structure involves increasing periods of vehicle impoundment leading to 
permanent vehicle forfeiture for repeat hooning-related offences within a prescribed period. This 
prescribed period for drivers to be considered repeat offenders varies between two and 10 
years across jurisdictions (Tasmania was not specified), meaning that permanent vehicle 
forfeiture is more likely in states with longer prescribed periods, such as South Australia, 
particularly considering the larger number of offences considered hooning-related in that state.   
 
All jurisdictions have provisions to protect the rights of creditors of encumbered vehicles that 
may be forfeited, or registered owners who did not commit the offence. Offenders can appeal 
the impoundment or forfeiture order on the grounds of extreme hardship, although jurisdictions 
state that difficulties travelling to and from work or study commitments are not considered 
extreme hardship. In cases where the penalty period is reduced for this reason, an alternative 
penalty is applied (e.g., increased fine, licence suspension or community service order). 
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Jurisdiction 
Hooning-related behaviours Qld NSW Vic ACT Tas NT SA WA 
Racing and speed trials on roads         
Wilfully starting a vehicle, or driving a vehicle, in a way that 
makes unnecessary noise or smoke         
Excessive speed         
Dangerous operation of a vehicle         
Careless driving of a motor vehicle         
Conduct associated with road and drag racing and other 
activities, including: organising, promoting or urging others to 
engage in these activities (incl. photography / filming) 
 
 
    
 
 
Reckless driving         
Disqualified driving         
Failing to stop when directed by police         
Reckless entry into railway level crossing when a train or 
tram is approaching         
Menacing driving         
Damaging surface of road or public place         
Disobey police instruction regarding noisy vehicle         
Graffiti         
Driving under influence of alcohol or drugs         
Second or subsequent unregistered, unlicensed, disqualified 
or uninsured offence         
Maximum length of vehicle impoundment period Qld NSW Vic ACT Tas NT SA WA 
First hooning offence within prescribed period 48 hrs 3 mo 48 hrs 3 mo  28 days 48 hrs 7 days 28 days 
Second hooning offence within prescribed period 3 mo Forfeit 3 mo Forfeit 3 mo 3-6 mo 3 mo 3 mo 
Third hooning offence with prescribed period Forfeit Forfeit Forfeit Forfeit Forfeit Forfeit 6 mo 6 mo / forfeit 
Subsequent hooning offence within prescribed period Forfeit Forfeit Forfeit Forfeit Forfeit Forfeit Forfeit 6 mo / forfeit 
Prescribed period for repeat offences 3 yrs 5 yrs 3 yrs 5 yrs  2 yrs 10 yrs 5 yrs 
 
Table 2 – Summary of current vehicle impoundment laws for hooning offences in Australia, by jurisdiction 
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Some differences between jurisdictions are that the legislation of some (e.g., NSW and 
Tasmania) stipulates that vehicles may be clamped (immobilised) at the offenders’ home in lieu 
of impounding it. This also happens in more remote areas of other states where it is impractical 
to tow the vehicle to a police station or privately-owned storage facility. The Northern Territory is 
also unique in that there is no need for the police to observe the hooning offence, as vehicle 
impoundment can result from a written complaint from a member of public. In Queensland, for 
example, in cases where there is insufficient evidence to substantiate a hooning offence, many 
police revert to the previous approach of enforcing vehicle standards and issuing vehicle defect 
notices or tickets for other traffic offences [13].   
 
 
PERCEPTIONS OF TARGETED DRIVERS 
 
There are two main aims of vehicle impoundment and forfeiture that can be identified: to deter 
the target behaviour; and to constrain repeat offending. Thus the second aim of this study was 
to explore two key components of deterrence (certainty and severity of punishment) from the 
perspective of drivers who self-report engaging in hooning behaviours in Queensland.  
 
A qualitative study with a total of 22 drivers (18 males, 4 females; median age = 22 years) who 
self-reported driving in Queensland and engaging in a prescribed hooning behaviour at least 
once in the previous month was conducted, where participants attended one of four focus group 
discussions held across Queensland. Some participants were recruited as they had responded 
to a media release calling for volunteers, while others came to the study as a result of 
snowballing. The discussions lasted for approximately 90 minutes, and the topics discussed 
were informed by the research aims and theoretical frameworks adopted for the larger research 
project. The discussions were only semi-structured, as prompt questions relating to the 
theoretical frameworks were used, but the researcher did not intervene when the discussions 
veered off-topic, due to the exploratory nature of the study and the aim of obtaining an in-depth 
understanding of the behaviour. Topics discussed included the presence of sub-groups of 
drivers who engage in hooning, and questions designed to explore the application of expanded 
deterrence theory [14], social learning theory [15], aspects of social identity theory related to the 
importance of group membership [16] and thrill seeking to hooning behaviours. Finally, 
participants also discussed how they felt about Queensland’s vehicle impoundment and 
forfeiture laws as applied to hooning offences generally. 
 
Part of this study has been published elsewhere [12], and reported that participants did not 
believe that the initial 48 hour impoundment period was severe (e.g., “I don’t think it’s too bad”; 
“I think the 48 hour period is a good starting point, shows that they’re serious”), although they 
were concerned about the 3 month impoundment period for a second offence (e.g., “Three 
months is devastating. It could ruin you. You risk losing your job. Won’t be able to get to work. 
Three months is pretty bad”), and permanent vehicle forfeiture for a third offence within three 
years (e.g., “It would be like taking away your legs, wouldn’t it?”). Participants also discussed 
how the threat of losing their vehicle for 3 months or permanently may be an incentive for some 
people to flee from police in an attempt to avoid the penalty [12]. Responses regarding the 
perceived likelihood of detection, and then certainty that they would have their vehicle 
impounded, varied based on the context of the offence, and the individual police officer’s mood. 
 
In addition to providing in-depth information about Queensland’s current approach to dealing 
with hooning, these focus group discussions informed the development of an online survey 
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exploring the same study variables with the same target group. Thus the issues raised above 
were able to be further explored with a quantitative design with a larger sample. Participants 
were recruited via a series of advertisements on car-centred online discussion groups with 
Queensland members, and also direct emails to anyone who had contacted the researchers 
and expressed an interest in participating in response to the previous media activity. A sample 
of 309 drivers was recruited (277 males, 32 females; median age = 22 years), and participants 
were sent two movie ticket vouchers as a small thank you gift for their time completing the 
survey, which according to participant feedback took approximately 30 minutes. 
  
The items relevant to this paper were those asking participants about their perceptions of the 
severity of the impoundment periods in place in Queensland, and certainty of receiving this 
penalty if caught. These questions were asked separately for illegal street racing and noise and 
smoke offences (e.g., burn outs and other similar hooning behaviours). The severity items 
asked: how severe they think the penalty is (scored from 1 ‘not at all severe’ to 7 ‘very severe’); 
what difference experiencing the penalty would make to their daily life (scored from 1 ‘none at 
all’ to 7 ‘major problem’); and how likely it was that they would flee from police in order to avoid 
the penalty (scored from 1 ‘very unlikely’ to 7 ‘very likely’). The certainty item asked how likely it 
was that their car would be impounded if caught (scored from 1 ‘very unlikely’ to 7 ‘very likely’). 
As each item’s distribution of scores was non-normal, medians (Mdn) and inter-quartile ranges 
(IQR) are presented as descriptive statistics in Table 3. The significance level of p <.05 was 
adopted for all statistical analyses. 
 
 
 Illegal street racing Noise and smoke offences 
 Mdn IQR Mdn IQR 
Perceptions of severity 
    
48 hours 5 3 5 3 
3 months 7 2 7 2 
Forfeiture 7 0 7 0 
Friedman’s test χ2(2) = 155.33, p < .001 χ2(2) = 141.64, p < .001 
Difference to daily life 
    
48 hours 5 3 5 3 
3 months 7 2 7 2 
Forfeiture 7 0 7 0 
Friedman’s test χ2(2) = 195.31, p < .001 χ2(2) = 207.57, p < .001 
Likely to flee from police 
    
48 hours 1 3 2 3 
3 months 4 5 4 5 
Forfeiture 7 3 7 3 
Friedman’s test χ2(2) = 261.86, p < .001 χ2(2) = 275.91, p < .001 
Perceived certainty of 
punishment  
4 
M = 4.64 
3 
SD = 2.12 
4 
M = 4.03 
4 
SD = 2.10 
  
Table 3 – Perceptions of Queensland’s vehicle impoundment laws for hooning (N = 269) 
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As the data violated the normality assumption of repeated measures ANOVA, and the skew of 
distributions was sometimes in opposite directions, participant responses regarding the different 
penalty periods were compared using Friedman’s tests. As can be seen in Table 3, all 
Friedman’s tests were significant, as severity, difference to daily life and likelihood of fleeing 
from police all differed as a function of penalty period. Wilcoxon Signed Rank tests were then 
performed to test whether perceptions of severity increased significantly with each increase in 
the penalty period (48 hours vs. 3 months; and 3 months vs. forfeiture), using a Bonferroni 
adjustment to control Type I errors. In all cases, severity ratings significantly increased with 
each increase in the penalty period (all ps < .001), representing small to medium effects.  
 
As the distributions of responses for the certainty of vehicle impoundment were fairly normal, 
they were compared to the ‘even chance’ of vehicle impoundment rating of 4 using one sample 
t-tests. These tests revealed that participants felt there was a significantly greater than even 
chance of their vehicle being impounded if caught illegal street racing (t[268] = 4.93, p < .001), 
as opposed to only an even chance of having their vehicle impounded if caught for a noise and 
smoke offence (t[268] = 0.23, p = .816).  
 
There have been occasions in Australia when members of the public or politicians have called 
(via the media) for penalties for hooning offences to be increased to follow the lead of North 
American jurisdictions that crush the vehicles of offenders and make them watch [e.g., 17-18]. 
These calls are often in response to a crash believed to be hooning-related, or an offence that is 
deemed to have had the potential to have resulted in a crash (e.g., an illegal street race 
involving extremely high speeds). People quoted in these stories argue that the message that 
hooning is dangerous is not getting through, and that the only way to “make them think twice” is 
to increase the severity of the penalties [17]. Some jurisdictions (e.g., NSW) already destroy 
forfeited vehicles in crash tests, while others may destroy those that are not fit for sale. To 
explore this issue, participants were asked a series of questions about crushing cars. First, they 
rated the severity of this penalty for a third hooning offence on a Likert scale from 1 ‘not at all 
severe’ to 7 ‘very severe’. Second, they were asked to compare crushing cars to vehicle 
forfeiture on a scale from 1 ‘forfeiture is far worse’ to 7 ‘crushing is far worse’, with 4 labelled 
‘much the same’. Finally, they were asked to rate how likely it was that they would flee from 
police in order to avoid having their vehicle crushed from 1 ‘very unlikely’ to 7 ‘very likely’. Table 
4 reports the descriptive statistics for these questions. 
 
 
 Mdn IQR Statistics 
Severity of crushing cars 7 0  
Comparison with forfeiture 4 M = 5.05 
3  
SD = 1.73 t(268) = 9.94, p < .001 
Likely to flee from police 7 3  
  
Table 4 – Perceptions of crushing cars compared to vehicle forfeiture (N = 269) 
 
 
While the median severity rating of crushing cars (shown in Table 4) is equal to the median 
severity ratings for forfeiting vehicles for either hooning offence type (shown in Table 3), 
Wilcoxon Signed Rank tests revealed that there were statistically significant differences in the 
distributions for both illegal street racing (Z = -3.06, p = .002) and noise and smoke offences 
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items (Z = -7.91, p < .001). Similarly, when asked to directly compare the severity of crushing 
cars to vehicle forfeiture, the median rating was 4, labeled ‘much the same’, while the mean was 
slightly above equal. As this distribution was normal, it was possible to compare the mean to a 
rating of 4 with a one sample t-test. As reported in Table 4, it was found that participants rated 
crushing cars as significantly more severe than vehicle forfeiture. While the likelihood of fleeing 
medians were equal to those for permanent vehicle forfeiture for both hooning offence types, 
there were significant differences in the distributions of these ratings, with participants reporting 
significantly higher likelihood of fleeing to avoid having their vehicle crushed than forfeited for an 
illegal street racing (Z = -2.48, p = .013) or noise and smoke offence (Z = -2.40, p = .016). 
 
In summary, these results show that participants perceive that the vehicle impoundment and 
forfeiture laws applied to hooning in Queensland are severe, and their perceptions of severity 
increase with increases in penalty period. Further, when asked to compare permanent vehicle 
forfeiture to having their car crushed, perceptions of severity significantly increased again. They 
felt that there was a greater than even chance that they would have their vehicle impounded if 
caught for an illegal street racing offence, as opposed to only an even chance for a noise and 
smoke offence. However, in order to participate in this study, participants had to report currently 
or recently engaging in hooning. According to deterrence principles, their responses to the items 
regarding the severity and certainty of the vehicle impoundment and forfeiture program should 
mean that these participants are unlikely to engage in hooning in the future. When asked about 
their likely behaviour in the next month, and using a Likert response scale from 1 ‘very unlikely’ 
to 7 ‘very likely’, 52.4% of participants reported there being an even chance to very likely 
chance that they would take part in an illegal street race (12.9% were very likely), while 58.3% 
reported there being an even to very likely chance they would commit a noise and smoke 
offence, such as a burn out (18.8% were very likely). Thus although perceptions of severity 
were fairly high, and for illegal street racing perceived certainty of punishment was also above 
even chance, more than half of participants were likely to continue to engage in hooning, risking 
experiencing the penalty. 
 
It was not possible to conduct a multiple regression analysis to predict the intentions regarding 
engaging in illegal street racing or noise and smoke hooning offences in the next month using 
the study variables due to skew in the data (sometimes in different directions), and 
multicollinearity. Instead, bivariate correlations were calculated for each of the severity items for 
the two groups of hooning behaviours with the relevant item regarding future intentions, and are 
presented in Table 5. Spearman’s rho correlations were calculated as the distributions were 
skewed, and significant relationships (and the p value) are highlighted in bold font. 
 
As can be seen from the table, the only items significantly related to the future intentions of 
illegal street racing were perceptions of severity for the 3 month impoundment and permanent 
vehicle forfeiture, and all of the likely to flee items. Interestingly, all significant relationships were 
in the opposite direction to what was expected according to deterrence principles. All significant 
correlations were positive, meaning that participants who rated severity as high or were likely to 
flee also said they were likely to take part in an illegal street race in the next month. For noise 
and smoke hooning offences, each of the items asking about willingness to flee were 
significantly related to future intentions, as was perceptions of the certainty of punishment if 
caught. Again, all significant relationships were in the opposite direction than expected 
according to deterrence principles, as they were all positive. All significant relationships with 
either future intentions item could be described as small, only explaining about two to eight 
percent of variability in intentions regarding future hooning behaviour.  
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Illegal street racing Noise and smoke offences  
 rs p rs p 
Perceptions of severity 
48 hours .079 .194 .018 .775 
3 months .163 .008 .095 .119 
Forfeiture .192 .002 .060 .327 
Difference to daily life 
48 hours -.025 .686 -.075 .219 
3 months -.015 .805 -.031 .614 
Forfeiture .019 .756 -.027 .654 
Likely to flee from police 
48 hours .203 .001 .219 < .001 
3 months .227 < .001 .275 < .001 
Forfeiture .195 .001 .216 < .001 
Certainty of punishment -.031 .608 .192 .002 
 
Table 5 – Bivariate correlations between severity and certainty items and intentions 





The aims of this paper were to describe how Australian jurisdictions are using vehicle 
impoundment and forfeiture programs as a method of dealing with illegal street racing and 
associated hooning behaviour, and to explore the perceptions of the severity and certainty of 
these laws in Queensland from the perspective of drivers who self-report hooning. 
 
The vehicle impoundment laws in each Australian state are similar in that they involve 
increasing impoundment periods leading to permanent vehicle forfeiture for repeat hooning 
offences within prescribed periods. However, the lengths of the impoundment periods differ as 
some states have recently strengthened their laws by increasing the severity (i.e., length) of 
their impoundment periods. Considerable police resources have been devoted to dealing with 
hooning since the implementation of vehicle impoundment and forfeiture laws for these 
behaviours, however there are no published evaluations of any of these programs. Future 
research should evaluate these programs in terms of their relative costs (e.g., enforcement, 
unrecovered towing and storage fees, and court costs) to benefits (e.g., reduction in target 
behaviours, reduction in community complaints, and reduction in the number and severity of 
associated crashes). There is also a need to thoroughly examine the relative effectiveness if the 
differing impoundment periods, and their cumulative effects on driver behaviour. Such 
evaluations should not be limited to official data sources such as offence rates and crashes, but 
also incorporate targeted drivers to obtain a better understanding of what if any changes they 
have made to their behaviour in response to these laws. 
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Previous qualitative research with a small sample of Queensland drivers who self-reported 
engaging in hooning found that while these drivers felt that there was a good chance they would 
be caught hooning, and they perceived vehicle impoundment and forfeiture laws for hooning to 
be severe [12]. According to deterrence principles, this should mean that they would be unlikely 
to continue engaging in hooning, but this was not the case. It was concluded that the 
disproportionate experience with avoiding punishment could be the more important predictor of 
future behaviour [12]. Similar results were observed in the quantitative study reported in this 
paper, where participants indicated that they felt the laws were severe and that (to varying 
degrees) it was likely that they would have their vehicle impounded if caught, but more than half 
of the participants indicated they were an even chance to very likely to engage in hooning 
behaviour in the next month. Furthermore, the only significant relationships between the severity 
and certainty items and future intentions were positive, contrary to deterrence principles.  
 
While there are limitations to self-report data, these results suggest that the decision of some 
state governments to increase the length of the impoundment periods for hooning may not have 
the desired effect of reducing the behaviour, but could perhaps make the problem worse. The 
results may also suggest that part of the thrill drivers get from hooning is related to its illegality, 
described by one of the participants in the qualitative phase of the larger research project: “See, 
if they made it all legal, we really wouldn't do it, you know what I mean? Like, you would lose 
your rush”. 
 
Previous road safety research has found similar results when using deterrence theories, where 
the severity was unrelated [e.g., 19-20] or positively related [e.g., 6, 21] to illegal behaviour, 
whereas punishment avoidance was a stronger predictor of future behaviour [e.g., 19, 20, 22-
23]. Previous road safety literature exploring deterrence principles has concluded that increases 
in punishment severity are unlikely to affect behaviour unless they are accompanied by 
increasing the perception of detection and certainty of punishment [24-25]. These results, and 
the small effect sizes of the significant relationships observed in this study, indicate that there 
are other factors that are influencing drivers’ decisions to engage in hooning behaviours. These 
factors may be other components of deterrence theories (i.e., punishment avoidance), or non-
legal factors. Given the small relationships with future behavioural intention in this study, and 
that they were in the opposite direction to the intended effect of reducing hooning behaviour, 
there is a need to explore these other factors further. 
 
Finally, it was discussed earlier in this paper that there is no objective evidence of the road 
safety risks associated with hooning behaviours due to data limitations. Given the severity of the 
penalty these offences attract, and the allocation of traffic policing resources, it is imperative that 
these programs are supported by objective evidence of the risk associated with these 
behaviours, which can also inform prevention and remedial practices. This evidence can also 
justify the use of a severe penalty that has significant consequences not only for the offending 
driver, but their families who may also rely on the vehicle. Further, if the road safety risks 
associated with hooning are small, then it may not be appropriate to use (limited) traffic policing 





While it makes intuitive sense to increase the penalty for hooning in attempt to reduce this 
behaviour, it is important that policy makers and the general public are aware that this approach 
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is not supported by empirical evidence. The results of this study and some previous applications 
of deterrence principles to road safety issues highlight the need to look beyond legal solutions to 
dealing with the hooning problem in Australia. Although thorough exploration of these “other” 
factors associated with hooning behaviour was beyond the scope of this study, future research 
into these issues is required to identify other targets for intervention that may be more beneficial 
than increasing the length of vehicle impoundment periods, despite the popularity of this 
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